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- by U.S. Senator
Stuart Symington

- The strange history
' ‘of a war—undeclared,
undisclosed, and largely
undiscussed—a war in which
U.S. involvement

‘continues to grow.
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* "The United States has been involved

i for more than a decade in an unde-
clared and largely unnoticed war in nor-
thern Laos. Ifrom the beginning, and as
of today, this war has been characterized
by a degree of seerecy never before true
of a major American involvement abroad
in which many Awerican lives have been
lost and billions of American tax deollars
spent. . '

A perversion of the processes of gov-
crnment has been going on, a perversion
ininical to our democratic system and
to the nation’s future. :

. Who is responsible? The Constitution
has been bypassed by a small group of
men in various departments of the Iive-
cutive Branch who, under the direction
of four Presidents, initiated and carried
out policies without any real Congres.
S@W‘WM
gressional authorization. Needless to say,
these policies were also carried out with-
oul the knowledge and approval of the

-American people, on whose consent our
government is supposed to rest.

The war in nosthern Laos, in which
the United States has been a principal

party, has been pursued without a decla-.

ration of war by the Congress. Morcover,
in the past few years, the US. govern-
ment has financed Thai troops fighting in
northern Laos despite a clear legislative
prohibition against such activity.

It has been possible for successive
administrations tovignore the normal pro-
cesses of government because, until
recently, the Executive Branch has suce-
ceeded in concealing from tlie people
and the Congress the true facts of our

_involvement in this litlle country. As long

as. Congress and the people did not know
what the United Stales was doing, as

-long as there was no public debate on

the issues involved, Executive Branch
policy-makers were free to do as they
pleased without having to explain or
justify their actions. John Foster Dulles,
Secretary of State under President Eisen-
hower and an arch proponent of the
Domino Theory, considered Laos a key
domino that then stood between China
and North Vietnam on the Communist
side and Thailand, Cambodia, and South
Victnam on the free world side.

By an exchange of diplomatic notes in
July 1955, the U.S. and the Royal Gov-
ernment of Laos called for economic
cooperation and the defense of the King-
dom of Laos. During the lute Fifties,
"U.S. aid to Laos was running $40-million
‘a year,.and 80 per cent of that went to
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the support of the Royal Laatian Army.

To guide the Lao Army, the State De-
partment organized an incognito Ameri--
can military mission with headquarters
in Vientiane. This group was attached
to the U.S. Operations Mission, or more
popularly, the PEO. Its members were
called technicians and wore civilian
clothes. At its head was an equally dis-
guised American general. When the
general assumed command of this force
his name was erased from the list of ac-
tive American army officers.

Thus for many years this war was a
well-kept secret. When John FF. Kennedy
became President 4in 1961, there were
700 American military personnel in Laos
as well as 500 Soviet operatives whose
mission was to provide logistic support
to local Communist forees. These forces
included at least 10,000 North Vietnam-
ese. . 7
Soon therealter, the military position
of Royal Lao government forces began -
to deteriorate whereupon President Ken-
nedy and the Soviet and Chinese leaders
entered into negotiations that led to a
conference in Geneva. The Geneva Con-
vention rvecessed when President Nen-
nedy and Chainman Khrushehey met in
Vienna and produced a joint statement
on Laos in which both parties assured
the neutrality and independence of Laos
and “recognized the importance of an ef.
fective cease fire.” In July, what became
known -as the Geneva agreements of
1962 were signed. - :

Tie GrNeva . Agreements prohibited
Laos from joining any military allianccs,
including SEATO, banned the introdue-
tion of foreign military personnel and
civilians performing quasi-military fune-
tions (with the exception of a small
Yrench training mission), and forbade
the establishment of any foreign military
installation in Laos.

After these agreements were signed,
the United Statcs and the Soviel Union
withdrew their military personrel, The
North Vietnamese, however, failed to
withdraw most of their forces and ad-
visers. s
In the fall of 1962, because of the
continuous presence of the North Viet-
namese in Laos, the United States agreed
to provide Souvanna Phouma, the Prime
Minister and lcader of the Neutralist
faction in the tripartite government, with
limited amounts of military equipment as
pennitted by the Geneva Agreements.

In 1962 the United States began,
through the CIA, to support a force of
Lao ircegulars on the theory that it would
be possible to deny officially that the
Geneva Agreements were heing violated.
The decision to use the LA as the ins
ment for waging what hecomne a full-
scale war was, in my view, a clear perver-




sion of that agency’s intended: role.
 With the outbreak of serious hostilities
in 1963, the United States secretly be-
gan to train L.ao pilots and ground crews
in Thailand. In June 1964, American tac-
tical fighter bombers began, again se-
cretly, to strike targets in northérn Laos
far from’ the Ho Chi Miuh Trail arca in
the south. :

Wraen THESE strikes were reported by
the press, the Executive Branch clung to

the story, even after it wasno longer true,’

that the United States was flying recon-
naissance missions at the request of the
Lao government and that our planes
were authorized to fire back if they were
fired upon.

The United States also began to pro-
vide greater amounts of war material and
other. assistance and to transport Lao
supplies. and military personnel, using
the airplanes and the services of Air
America and Continental Air.

In 1963, as the war in South Vietnam
intensified, American aircraft began to
attack North Vietnamiese supply routes
in the southern panhandle region of
Laos. These attacks were not officially
acknowledged until 1970.

In 1966, about fifty U.S. Air Force
officers and enlisted men, nominally as-

-signed to the air attaché’s office, were
stationed at Lao air force bases as advis-
érs to the local command.

In 1967, about the same number of
U.S. Army personnel were assigned to

the Lao regional headquarters for'similar
duty, and about twenty U.S. Air Force
pilots stationed in Laos and others sta-
tioned in Thailand began to fly as for-
ward air contrallers directing tactical air-
cralt to their targets.

American aiv attacks on North Viet-
pam intensified in 1967 and 1968. Tol-

“Jowing the bombing halt in North Viet-

nam in 1968, a large part of the U.S. air
eflort tiere was redirected at Laos. Dur-
ing this period, the United States
installed several navigational aid facili-
ties in Laos, some manned by American
Air Force personnel, and U.S. air strikes
in Laos increased, By 1969, more thaw
100 sorties a day were being flown in
northern Laos in .ddition to those being
flown over the o Chi Minh Trail area
in southern Laos, which was considered
to be an adjunct of the battlefield in
South Vietnam:
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